THE FREE TRADE MOVEMENT
the basis for a new international order, both economic and
political, deepened immensely its significance. On the econo-
mic side the belief prevailed that an enlightened commercial
system would be universally adopted, and that the circle of
exchange would be progressively widened until the whole
earth was comprehended in its embrace. On the political
side there was the conviction that in free trade had been
discovered a principle which would liberate mankind for
ever from the scourge of wars, since the lust of conquest
would die away when men could freely exchange the fruits
of their labour without let or hindrance. The mists of hostility
which now divided the nations would be dissipated in the
sun-lit atmosphere created by the sense of an indivisible
unity of interests springing from material well-being. For a
brief moment, pregnant with destiny, this vision of the
future seemed justified: but only for a brief moment. With
the proverbial blindness of contemporaries Cobden, despite
his insight, had failed to grasp the significance of the mighty
force which was to dominate the next hundred years, turn
the Continent of Europe into a shambles, and effectually
counteract the influence of free trade doctrines* It was
the force of nationality, which pursued in a distorted form
served only to raise fresh barriers among the peoples of the
earth*
The free traders had cherished the belief that all govern-
ments would eventually follow England's example and ad-
here to the principles of a progressive commercial system. If
their aspiration had not been darkened all too soon by an
intractable fate, recent history might have worn a different
aspect: it is at least probable that the two world wars would
have been avoided. But the aftermath of the Franco-
Prussian conflict (1870) shattered the high hopes that man-
kind would beat its swords into ploughshares and concen-
trate its energies upon the peaceful interchange of its pro-
ducts. The trend towards free trade was soon reversed.
When the Anglo-French commercial treaty of 1860 lapsed,
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